Free flaps to preserve below-knee amputation stumps: long-term evaluation.
Five patients with insufficient soft-tissue coverage on below-knee amputation stumps have been treated with free-tissue transfer surgery to preserve a functional below-knee prosthetic level. The flaps employed include one latissimus dorsi myocutaneous flap, two latissimus dorsi muscle-skin graft flaps, one groin flap, and one foot-fillet flap. All five flaps survived; one patient required early venous anastomosis reexploration and revision. The patients have been followed for a mean duration of 5.5 years (range 3 to 8 years). The mean duration to first ambulation with a prosthesis was 3.6 months (range 2 to 7 months). Four of the five patients developed ulcerations on or adjacent to their flaps which required surgical revision. The patients required a mean of 1.28 prosthesis changes annually since surgery. The functional motion (mean active knee motion is 100 degrees) and ligamentous stability of the knee joints were well preserved in all patients. Five patients wear patella tendon-bearing prostheses, with one requiring an additional thigh corset. In two of the patients, nerve anastomoses to their flaps were performed. Both patients developed true cutaneous sensibility, but nevertheless experienced flap ulceration. All the patients are fully ambulatory on their free flaps. Free-tissue transfer can assist in preserving traumatic below-knee amputations so that patients can benefit from the functional advantage of a below-knee prosthetic device.